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Crockett: Problematic Cell Phone Use in Emerging Adults

Time for a Wake-Up Call:

Problematic Cell Phone Use in Emerging Adults
by Kaelie Crockett
For many young adults, cell phones have
become an essential part of day-to-day life.
Among Americans 18 to 25 years old, almost
100% own a cell phone; 94% own a smart
phone.1 Cell phones may cause no disruptions
in daily tasks for some people, though for others,
the prevalence of cell phones has led to what is
being called “problematic cell phone use” or “cell
phone addiction.” These conditions are characterized
by feeling preoccupied by a cell phone, spending excessive
amounts of time or resources on a cell phone or cell phone
plan, using a cell phone in socially inappropriate or physically
dangerous situations, and exhibiting anxiety when a cell phone cannot be
used.2 Studies have shown that problematic cell phone use is related to negative
outcomes in school,3 sleep,4 and friendships.5
Recently, a team of BYU researchers took the opportunity to gain a new
perspective into the relationship between cell phone use and emerging adults’
mental health. In the study, Sarah Coyne, a School of Family Life professor
with her research associates Laura Stockdale and Kjersti Summers, studied
how problematic cell phone use impacts adolescents who are transitioning into
adulthood. They used data from a three-year study of adolescents between
the ages of 17 and 19. In this study, 385 individuals (47% male, 53% female)
completed yearly surveys measuring problematic cell phone use, anxiety,
depression, self-regulation, and media use time. Surveys from the first year
showed that those who had higher levels of depression and anxiety reported
higher levels of problematic cell phone use as well. However, this did not allow
the researchers to determine if problematic cell phone use led to depression or if
those who experienced depression simply used their cell phones more.
Data from the second and third years of the survey helped to clarify this
relationship. The researchers noted that a high level of problematic cell phone
use in the second year of surveys predicted a high level of depression in the
third. Over time, the study participants showed an increase in depression if
they engaged in problematic cell phone use.6 These results appear to indicate
that problematic cell phone use may be a risk factor for depression, though it
was not connected to anxiety or self-regulation.

Problematic cell phone use may be
particularly risky for these “emerging
adults” because the transition to
adulthood is a time characterized
by exploration, uncertainty, feeling
in-between, and future potential.7
As teenagers transition into young
adulthood and their autonomy
increases, their cell phone use habits
may become more or less problematic
depending on the choices they make.
The changes at this time may solidify
into lifelong habits.
By choosing to avoid problematic cell
phone use, teens and young adults
can lower their risk for depression.
One way to avoid problematic cell
phone use is being intentional about
monitoring how they use and feel
about their phones.
Many cell phones come with built
in features that make monitoring
easy. Settings or apps can report the
amount of time spent using the phone
or certain apps, as well as block apps or
websites after a certain time of day or
a specific amount of use. Additionally,
it is important to build strong
social networks which can replace
some of the time spent on social
media. These friendships may help
prevent problematic cell phone use
and potentially buffer the associated
impact on mental health.8
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